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  Chapter 1
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Logan


“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I ask David after a particularly deep pothole in Collage Road jars us all out of our seats. Both Chrystal and Yesenia squeal as they’re thrown into the air and bounce down on the seat of his crew cab pickup, and they’re laughing now. The early autumn morning is still so dark that the chances of seeing the next pothole are pretty slim, and David doesn’t seem to know what “slow down” means, no matter how many times we all tell him. 
“Logan. Man, of course I know where we’re going,” David answers, wiping coffee off his chin and putting the 7-Eleven cup back in the cup holder of the center console. “We stay on this road until we get to the turnoff for Cawton, then we have to park and walk to the water.”
This double date to a fishing derby at the Atoka Reservoir is sounding less and less like a good idea. We’ve checked in and got our numbers at the bait shop in Stringtown, on the east side of the long reservoir, but David insisted we fish in a spur on the west side because one of his brothers told him the spur is jumping with crappie and smallmouth bass this time of year.
“It’s a pretty drive,” Chrystal says, always trying to make the best of things. Her thick dark hair is pulled back and tied, and she’s wearing one of my old gray-and-blue Ford caps, which somehow really brings out the bright blue of her eyes. She has no idea the number of really bad poems I’ve written about her since we started dating. Someday I’ll find the perfect metaphor for those eyes and that smile and that hair and the soft smell of her skin and. . .
“Yes, I guess,” I say. The early October weather has the trees changing colors all around us and it is nice. The temperature in Oklahoma stays fairly warm in the first of October, but the trees always know when to begin preparing for winter. “Don’t people drive up to New England to see trees change colors in the fall?” I ask her.
“Yes, and most of the local people complain about the tourists, but they sort of do it with both hands out to collect the money,” she answers.
Chrystal is from Maine. She and her dad moved down here to eastern Oklahoma this past summer after I saw a monster in the woods on our farm that some people called Bigfoot. It turned out to be a werewolf, but the police officially said it was just a madman in a fur suit. Sure it was.
“I didn’t think you were coming with us, Chrystal,” David says over his shoulder. “Logan said you had band practice.”
“They’ll be okay without me,” she answers. Some of the perkiness has left her voice.
Chrystal plays bass guitar, and she’s really good at it. Good enough that two bands at Forest Road Consolidated High School wanted her to join. She chose the rock band over the country band because she thought it would be easier to work her blues influences into the music. Being in the band takes up a lot of her spare time. I try not to be jealous. I mean, I know music is really important to her. But, well, I want to be more important.
We bump along the road for a couple more miles and then a faded sign looms ahead telling us to turn left for the town of Cawton. A half-mile further and the turn-off branches away, a narrow strip of dirt and gravel in even worse shape than the road we’re on.
“I’ve never heard of that town,” I say as David turns and heads for the shade of some nearby trees about ten yards away from the Cawton road.
“I think it’s abandoned,” David says. “Carl said he drove into the town once looking for bait, but all the buildings were closed up and there was no one around.”
“A ghost town?” Yesenia, David’s girlfriend, asks. She turns to Chrystal. “Isn’t that right up your dad’s alley?”
“No, not really,” Chrystal answers as David parks the truck in the shadow of the woods. “He doesn’t usually investigate the paranormal. He prefers to stay with cryptozoology. And UFOs, of course.”
“What’s the difference?” Yesenia asks.
“Cryptozoologists study . . . Well, they’re into tangible things that you can touch,” Chrystal explains. “Bigfoot, flying saucers, the chupacabra. Things like that. Things that potentially leave evidence.”
“Like werewolves?” Yesenia asks.
Chrystal’s smile falters a little. “Yes,” she says quietly. “Like werewolves.” 
Since the incidents with the werewolf, Chrystal’s dad—who is a pretty odd character by just about anyone’s standards—decided to stay in Oklahoma and take a job teaching at the grade school. I know a big part of that was because of the relationship Chrystal and I developed while the werewolf was stalking her. Her dad couldn’t leave his hobby behind, though, and so he established Lawson Smith Investigations from the house he bought on a five-acre plot a few miles from where my family lives. The police might have declared our summer terror to be the work of a madman, but local folks know better, and Mr. Lawson Smith has been called a few times to check out the deaths of livestock, but so far it’s all been the work of coyotes or, once, a mountain lion.
“How far is the water from here?” I ask David, snapping out of my thoughts and back into the now. 
“A couple hundred yards, I guess,” he answers.
“I still don’t see why we didn’t fish on the other side,” I complain as we get out of the truck and face the pile of equipment in the back. We each have two rod-and-reel combos, plus David and I each have our (not small) tackle boxes, plus a basket of food and a small ice chest filled with ice and soda. I reach for the cover on the picnic basket, but Yesenia slaps my hand away.
“He was trying to peek again,” she tells Chrystal.
“Logan,” Chrystal scolds. “I told you you’ll like our lunch. Trust me.”
“I trust you, of course,” I answer. “But I’m still curious.”
“Come on, girls, before the sun burns all the mist off the lake,” David says, gathering his gear and Yesenia’s.
I put the strap of my tackle box over my shoulder and scoop up the four rods Chrystal and I will be using. “We could leave the food and ice chest in the cab and come back up here to eat,” I suggest. “It beats lugging the ice chest two hundred yards through the dark woods.”
“I suppose,” David agrees. He leans his rods against the truck and hefts the blue-and-white ice chest from the bed of the truck, pushing it onto the back seat of the cab. Yesenia puts the wicker basket on top of it, then David locks up the truck and we set off across Collage Road toward the woods. The tall grass is pretty wet with morning dew and after a few steps, the cuffs of all our jeans are damp.
We’re still halfway between the road and the trees when a scream rips through the air. We all turn and look behind us. At first we don’t see anything in the dim of very early morning, but when the second scream comes, we can all make out the shape of a young woman running up the road toward David’s truck from the direction of the abandoned town.
“What’s up with her?” David asks.
“We have to help her,” Chrystal says and immediately starts back the way we came. I go after her with David and Yesenia falling in behind me.
The woman is wearing faded jeans, hiking boots, and a flannel shirt that seems to be torn around the collar or shoulder. It flaps as she runs. She’s looking behind her every few paces. When she sees us, she screams again. “Help me! Please help me!”
Chrystal breaks into a sprint. Not wanting her to get too close to whatever’s going on, I speed up into a fast jog, dropping the gear beside the truck and then moving more quickly to catch up with Chrystal just about the same time she and the stranger crash into each other and fall to the ground. The woman is clutching at Chrystal and crying and babbling something. She has Chrystal pinned to the ground, is sitting on her chest, and leaning over close to her face as she talks and cries.
“Hey, come on, get off her,” I say, putting a hand on the woman’s shoulder and pulling her a little. She doesn’t even acknowledge me. It’s Yesenia who gets her attention.
Yesenia suddenly open hand slaps the woman’s face with a loud, sharp smack. The stranger is immediately silent, then shakes her head and looks around at us as if she’s just awoken from a dream. She peers down at Chrystal, sees how she’s holding her shoulders against the ground, and suddenly lets her go.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I guess? I guess I kind of lost it there.” She stands up and I help Chrystal to her feet.
“Are you okay?” Chrystal asks the woman.
The stranger rubs at her face and her hands are shaking. Her right hand is scraped raw in a small patch and there’s dirt under all her nails. Her blonde hair is a mess and I was right about her torn shirt. 
“I guess I am okay,” she says. “Yeah. I mean, I handled it fine when he came at me, but then I lost it when he . . . He might be dead.”
“Who?” Chrystal asks. “Who might be dead?”
The woman looks at her with confusion in her eyes. “The old man that attacked me in Cawton.” 
Chrystal looks at me. All I can do is shrug. 
“I thought the town was abandoned,” I say, echoing what David told us earlier.
“That’s what I heard,” he confirms, hands on his waist, obviously ready to run.
“Me, too,” the stranger says. “But it wasn’t. There was at least one old man there.”
“He’s dying?” Chrystal’s voice rises in concern. “Logan, we have to help him.”
“He attacked me,” the woman says. “He was just there, all of a sudden, grabbing at me, saying . . .” 
“Saying what?” Yesenia asks, leaning forward.
The woman visibly shudders. “He said he had to give me to the Sleeper.”
Nobody says anything for a moment. Even the wind goes silent. Then David says, “That is seriously messed up.”
“Logan, we have to go check on him,” Chrystal insists.
“Okay,” I say. I can’t help but glance at the back window of David’s truck, but the gun rack is empty. The high school has a zero-tolerance policy about weapons on campus, no matter when hunting season is open.
“There’s a baseball bat under the back seat,” David says, his voice resigned. “But if he starts shooting, we’re getting out of there.”
“Did he have a gun or anything?” I ask the stranger.
She shakes her head. “No, he just came at me with his hands.” To demonstrate, she makes claws with her fingers.
We throw our gear back into the bed, move the food and drinks, and pile into the cab of the truck. David drives us the mile or so up the road and into a cluster of old, weather-beaten, boarded-up buildings. Most are made of red brick, but there are a few wooden structures leaning this way or that on the main street. Off behind the business district on both sides, there are some houses in various states of collapse.
“What’s your name?” David asks.
“Sarah Jessup,” the woman answers.
“Do you live here?” Yesenia asks, and her voice says she pities anyone who lives in such a dump. There’s not so much as a Dollar Tree to shop in.
“No. I’m a graduate student from O.U. I’m just here to study changes in the land due to the mining activity that used to go on here,” Sarah answers. “It’s part of my thesis project. Right there! That’s where he came at me.” She points to a space between two brick buildings, one of them with Schmidt’s Dry Goods in black and white paint still visible over the boarded-up store front. “There’s my car.” She points to the other side of the street where a red Kia Soul is parked sort of hidden behind a wooden building that is leaning forward as if it’s about to sprint into the road.
“Where’s the guy that attacked you?” I ask. “Where did you leave him?”
“I see him!” Chrystal shouts, pointing out her window.
Sure enough, there’s a thin man sort of half-crawling, half-dragging himself along the dusty ground a little ahead of us. He seems to be making his way toward Sarah’s car. He doesn’t even look at us as the truck pulls even with him on the road. He just keeps inching along, his left hand pressed to his chest, his thick gray hair hanging over his pained face and a rope of saliva hanging from his open lips.
“Gross!” Yesenia mumbles.
David stops the truck. Chrystal throws open her door and jumps out. 
“Wait!” I call as I scramble after her. “He just attacked one woman. You don’t want to be next.”
“We should call the police,” Yesenia says. 
Then David and Sarah are out of the truck and joining me and Chrystal as we approach the man.
He’s wearing patched, torn, and faded denim bib overalls and a light brown shirt. His shoes look to be fifty years old. I can see a hole in one sole and there’s a corresponding hole in his white sock.
“Are you okay?” Chrystal asks, still moving forward on the road. “I mean, you don’t look okay, and Sarah says you attacked her. So, I don’t know what to do, but I think you need help.”
The man finally stops crawling and faces us. His eyes are gray and look sort of empty. His face is like the buildings around here, all weathered and old and empty. He manages to get to his knees and reaches a hand toward Chrystal. She’s actually reaching forward to take it when I step in and grab hold of his wrist. It is so emaciated it reminds me of a feral cat’s leg—all bone and skin and tendons.
“Listen,” I say. “Did you attack this woman?” I point to Sarah.
“Got to . . . the Sleeper,” he stammers, the rope of drool breaking and falling to the ground in front of him. “Hell to pay if I don’t.”
“What are you talking about?” I ask him.
For an answer, he grunts once and stiffens. His eyes widen for a second, then his face relaxes, sags, and he falls forward. His wrist jerks out of my hand, and I know he’s dead before he hits the ground.






  
  Chapter 2
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Chrystal


“Floyd Arrington,” I tell them. “His name was Floyd Arrington.” 
Nobody wanted me to take the wallet out of the strange man’s back pocket. Nobody wanted me to go within two feet of him, but I have a tendency not to listen to people, not even my friends, so I pushed on his chest. I made sure his airway was clear first, just like they taught at the YMCA’s First Aid and CPR class, and I pushed on his chest over and over so hard that the buckle in his overalls popped open, and I worried I’d break his ribs, but his heart wouldn’t start again. At least, it wouldn’t for me. After you’ve tried to pump life back into a man—no matter how creepy he is—pulling his old leather wallet out of his pants pocket isn’t so much of a big deal. So, I stand there, holding his wallet in my hands, staring down at the Oklahoma driver’s license that went invalid four years ago. “He was ninety.”
“He attacked me.” Sarah gasps from where she’s standing behind the truck, safely away from the dead man and us. “He attacked me and you tried to save him.”
I don’t know what to say to that. It’s true, but how could I not try to save him? I look to Logan for help in explaining this to her because she’s acting like I’ve offended her somehow, which is really the last thing I wanted to do. 
“She couldn’t just let him die,” Logan explains. “He wasn’t a threat anymore. Just an old man who was hurt.” 
Yesenia groans and despite her constant hair-flipping thing that she does, I totally love her when she says, “Look. Chrystal did the right thing. You can’t just let people die without trying to help even if they are an evil, creepy old man covered in drool. Chrystal, you might want to wipe up. David, get her a napkin or something.”
Staring at the old man now, lifeless, spread out across the dirt ground, his skin sort of a chalky blue pigment, it’s hard to think of him as evil or even drooly. He’s just—he’s just dead. I bend down and fix his overalls’ buckle. 
“Maybe he was sick. That’s why he attacked you,” I offer as David hands me a napkin he’s wet with water. “Maybe he needed help and that’s why he was talking crazy and being so—”
“No. He was attacking me.” Sarah’s voice is firm ,and I can tell she doesn’t want to argue, and I can’t blame her. She was attacked. She is a mess. She probably thinks we don’t believe her.
“You attacked Chrystal,” Logan says, “and she’s still being nice to you.”
“Yeah,” Yesenia adds, stepping forward and slightly in front of me even though it’s closer to Floyd. “You might want to calm down a bit about her doing the right thing. Let’s all just settle until the police get here.”
“They’re on their way,” David says, capping the water bottle. “It’s going to be a bit, they said. Nobody was in the immediate area.” 
Sarah makes a scoffing noise and turns around, maybe so she doesn’t have to look at the dead guy, maybe so she doesn’t have to look at us. I’m not sure. Her shoulders start shaking, and I hand Logan the wallet and napkin and walk toward her, stepping around some crumbling bricks and old pieces of once-solid buildings. I wonder if Sarah feels that way, like she’s crumbling, like she has lost her solid. She smells like coconut shampoo or moisturizer. My long-gone, new-boyfriend-no-time-for-you mom smells like that, too.
Sarah sniffs. “I’m okay.” 
I put my hand on her flannel shirt. The fabric is sticking to her shoulder blades. Her hair has dirt and twigs in it. She has rolled up her sleeves, revealing a bruise on her forearm, the muscles on which seem so tiny. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”
She nods her head in that furious way that Logan does when he’s trying to be tough, trying not to cry. His little sister does the same thing. “It’s okay.”
“No,” I tell her. “It’s really not. Nobody deserves to be attacked or to be scared, not ever.”
The sun beats down on us as she takes in my words. Logan, David, and Yesenia murmur in the background. The old, decrepit buildings around us seem ready to cave in. I wonder what secrets they hide, what else they’ve seen other than this man’s death, other than Sarah’s assault. And because I can’t help it, I wonder if the werewolf has ever been here, stalking his prey, hungry.
He is gone now, I remind myself. He is dead, too. Just like Floyd.
“This would be a great place to shoot a music video when you’re famous!” Yesenia yells. “Don’t you think, Chrystal?”
“Or a horror movie,” David says, kicking at dirt. “It’s all tumbleweeds and broken down houses, ancient, abandoned ghouls and long-dead miners come to find their coal.”
I roll my eyes at him, but he’s distracted Sarah enough that she’s stopped crying and is staring at me in a peculiar way. 
The high wee-oo wee-oo of a police siren comes closer. For a second, I try to figure out how I could replicate that sound on the bass. Maybe hit a note and dip, then raise it with a whammy bar? It’s a third, I think, as I listen. Maybe do an 18/15 fret hammer on and off the high-E string? I tap the rhythm on my leg.
“You look familiar. Are you a musician?” Sarah asks me, wiping the tears off her face. She must have picked up on my tapping because the comment is sort of out of nowhere. “My boyfriend is a musician. He plays drums in this band, Funk Coconut, at the University of Oklahoma.”
I think I gasp and then calm down enough to say, “Oh my word . . . they are such a great band. They’re amazing. I love them.”
She actually smiles and reaches down, taking a piece of broken brick in her hands. “They’re really good.”
“I know!” I tell her, remembering the gig we went to in a field off some dirt road somewhere. “They are so tight and charismatic, too, somehow.”
Logan has come towards us, and I pause in my rhapsodizing about Funk Coconut, which is probably a good thing because I could rave about them all day, really. 
He puts his hand on the top of my shoulder. “You two doing okay?”
We both nod, but Sarah is the one who answers. “We’re good.”
The siren starts to sound really close. The wind rattles some loose boards on the building closest to us, and I have to close my eyes for a second so dirt won’t blow into them. When I open my eyes again, Sarah’s looking at me with a whole lot less hardness. “I’m really sorry . . . about before . . . I was just so scared. I’ve just . . . I’ve never been that scared. . .. The fear changes you, you know?”
Logan’s hand squeezes my shoulder just the tiniest bit and I say, “Yeah, I know.”
When the werewolf attacked me this summer, I thought that I was all over, that I’d never play music again, or kiss Logan again, or even graduate freaking high school. I thought that I would turn into a werewolf or that I would die of the antidote that my dad concocted to keep me human. That fear? It filled all of me up, but it also motivated me to live as big and full and crazy a life as I could. Life is about the things I love now—and what I love is my dad, and puppies, and Logan and his family. What I love is living itself, really. So, every new opportunity—even if it’s something as goofy as fishing—I’m going to take it. Even with all that living, the only time I feel unafraid is when I’m playing bass. I’m not sure anyone would understand, but when my fingers pluck and strum those strings, it’s like all the bad that’s happened just fades away into nothing. 
I hope Sarah has something like that, something she can lose herself in, but right now as she recounts everything to the sheriff’s deputy, and as the funeral home people load Mr. Floyd Arrington into their hearse, it seems like forgetting is a long, long way away. 
We all lean against the pickup truck as she sits in the squad car with the deputy, telling her story and answering questions. We can’t really hear what she’s saying or anything, but we’re not supposed to leave until the deputy has talked to us, too. 
“That old man was so gross,” Yesenia murmurs, tucking her arm around David’s waist. “I mean, I know I’m not supposed to think ill of the dead or anything.” She quickly makes the sign of the cross with her free hand.
We all sort of suck in our breath as the deputy hauls his ample body out of the patrol car. The fabric on his shirt is pulled so tightly across his torso that there are gaps in the fabric between the buttons. His bullet-proof vest shows through it and gives his whole chest/stomach area a square feeling. He’s sweating, too. He must be hot wearing all that. Still, he smiles as he approaches us.
“All I need to do is hear all y’all’s stories and then most likely you’ll be free to go,” he tells us. 
David and Yesenia do most of the talking, which is fine with me. Logan keeps looking around like he’s some kind of over-alert watch dog as they explain to the cop how we all came out fishing, how we didn’t even get to the water when Sarah came running up the hill screaming like a crazy woman, how she tackled me, how we drove here.
“Why’d you drive here?” he interrupts. “It’s not that far.”
We are silent for a second.
“I, I don’t know,” Yesenia says finally. “It’s not like we’re lazy or nothing, really.”
The deputy raises an eyebrow and I’m not sure if that’s because of Yesenia’s lack of grammatical skills or because he’s one of those people who mistakenly believes that all kids are crazy. Side note: Those kind of people are jerks. 
“It felt safer to drive,” I attempt to explain, but it sounds like a silly excuse for laziness.
Logan nods. His face is still summer tan, which makes his eyes stand out so much when he talks. Every time I’m within twenty feet of him, I want to touch him. Oh, who am I kidding? I don’t even have to be near him and I want to touch him. All I think about sometimes is touching him. 
“It felt safer to drive, but as soon as you saw the alleged assailant, you jumped out of the car because . . .?” the deputy asks. 
“I wanted to help him. He was hurt.” I realize this sounds silly, too. I try to stand on a piece of brick, but it disintegrates into dust and smaller chunks under my weight. Suddenly off balance, I wheel my arms and Logan steadies me with a hand on my elbow.
The deputy’s eyebrow raises again, and he writes everything down, keeps asking questions, lets the medical examiner people take the body away to the funeral home, and then finally puts his notebook away. He pulls out a handkerchief and dabs at the sweat on his forehead.
“You want some water?” I ask him. “We have some in the cooler.”
“That would be great.” He seems a million times happier now.
Logan grabs a water bottle and gives it to him. 
We all watch as he chugs half of it down in five seconds. The deputy smiles and says, “Better. Thank you.”
For a second, we’re all quiet. He lets Sarah out of the squad car, and she joins us as we stand there under the warm sun. From the west, thick clouds creep closer. It will rain tonight, and be black outside. I try to imagine what this deserted town will look like then. It’ll just be dark shadows blending into even darker shadows. The thought makes me shudder, which makes Logan put his arm over my shoulders, which makes everything a bit better. 
“You sure you want to stay out here tonight, after all this?” the deputy asks Sarah.
She crosses her arms over her chest. “I’ve got to get my research done. And yeah, it’s not like I have to worry about him attacking me now.”
True.
Yesenia eyes her like she’s some rare kind of stupid. “You’re sleeping alone out here?”
Sarah nods, explaining that she is doing thesis research on the effects of coal mining on some kind of indigenous Oklahoma soil, the actual name of which I don’t catch because it’s too Latin for me to remember correctly. She is tenting it up tonight and tomorrow night and then coming back again next weekend to collect more soil samples. 
“Maybe your boyfriend can stay with you,” I suggest. This makes all the males—including the cop—leer. 
“He can’t. He has a gig.”
Logan sighs like the word “gig” is synonymous with the devil or something. I will have to ask him about that later. 
“I really don’t think you should sleep out here alone,” the deputy suggests. “All sorts of wild animals, and there’s no humans around. Floyd was the last of them.”
I lift up my head to look at him. “What? Really? The last person in the whole town?”
He nods, and starts making his way back towards the patrol car. “Yep. The whole town died when the mines did. Only a few stragglers remained. Sad thing. Reminds us all what the world can come to when times get hard.”
“Why’d he stay?” Logan blurts out even though the cop is obviously ready to go. He’s even opened his driver side door.
Still, he’s a nice man, I guess, and he pauses to answer. “Why does anyone stay? No place else to go. Afraid to leave. Responsibilities. Only home you’ve ever known. God knows, I’d like to leave Oklahoma and go to the coast, but the thought terrifies my wife. Maybe Floyd was like that, but whenever I came across him and had enough gall to ask, he’d say that it was his responsibility to stay. He had to keep the town safe, he’d say. And I’d tease him and ask what town, you know? Because a good wind could blow this place down.” He changes topic and starts to get into the car for real. “Thanks for the water. Y’all stay safe. If I have any more questions I’ll give you a call.”
He closes the door, but I run over there and tap on the window, which he rolls down. His face is quizzical. “What is it?”
“That man? Floyd? Was he crazy?”
“No.” The deputy shakes his head. “He wasn’t crazy at all. Calm guy. But who knows. He was old as the hills. Dementia sets in sometimes especially when you’re alone out here.”
I don’t think loneliness actually causes Alzheimer’s, but I’m not about to argue with him. I let him go and join everyone else to watch the patrol car motor off to more populated parts.
“We are never going to catch enough fish to win the contest,” David moans even though I would swear that he only just even remembered the contest.
Logan looks at Sarah. “You sure you’re going to be okay out here?”
She nods, but doesn’t look super certain. She says she’ll call her boyfriend, then get working, that the research will clear her head, which is just exactly how my dad deals with emotional distress, too. Again, she tells us that Floyd is dead, so it’s not like he can hurt her any more. I give her my cell number in case she needs anything, and we all pile back into the truck and leave.
“She’s really brave,” I announce as we bump over the potholes.
“Or really stupid,” David counters.
“Is there even a difference?” Yesenia’s reapplying her mascara despite the bumps, sort of proving the point that you can be both brave and stupid at the same time. 
My fingers play imaginary notes on Logan’s thigh. The music in my head is slow and sad, a minor key of death, and I quote, “Because of its tremendous solemnity death is the light in which great passions, both good and bad, become transparent, no longer limited by outward appearances.”
“Oh dear Lord, she’s quoting Kierkegaard again.” David mutters this, but smiles so it’s not so harsh. We round a corner and hit a pretty good bump. 
“She’s cute when she quotes dead people,” Logan says. 
“Logan. You think she’s cute when she poops, I bet,” Yesenia says, putting her mascara away.
“Well . . .” Logan smiles so hugely that the skin by his eye crinkles. “I’ve never actually witnessed that, so I can’t rightly say.”
“And you never will.” I hit him in the arm.
“Baby,” he fake coos, “you know couples who love each other choose to experience—” His tormenting of me suddenly breaks off. He’s looking out the window. His voice goes up a half octave, the way it always does when he’s scared or frustrated or sees something. “David. Stop the truck. Stop it. There’s some sort of . . . Just stop the truck.”






  
  Chapter 3
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Logan


David slams on the brakes and the pickup skids to a stop. I stare out the window at the thing I saw, trying to figure out what it is, but I just can’t make it out. 
“What?” David asks.
I point out my window at an elm tree with some low limbs. Something brown and oddly shaped hangs from one of those limbs. “What is that?” 
“Eww. It’s something dead,” Yesenia says. “Let’s go. Unless it’s a fish, a giant fish that we could win the derby with so David will stop whining.”
“It’s not a fish,” Chrystal says.
“But what is it?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” David answers.
“We’ve had enough death today,” Yesenia says. “Let’s go.”
I throw open my door and step out. “I’m gonna check it out.”
“Seriously, Logan?” David kills the truck’s engine and everyone else gets out and joins me as we once again leave the road. 
We’re silent as we walk through the tall grass toward the trees. The morning dew is long since gone and the grass is dry and crackly as we move through it.
“Should we worry about snakes?” Chrystal asks after a minute.
“Nah, probably not,” David answers.
“Probably not?” Yesenia asks. “You mean there could be snakes?” Yesenia has a deep phobia about snakes. Even a realistic picture will freak her out.
“It’s a deer,” David says at about the same time I realize what the thing in the tree is. “A young one. Maybe six months old.”
“But look at it,” I tell him. “There’s something wrong with it.”
“Well yeah. It’s dead,” Yesenia says as if I’m as dumb as a post. “That’s about as wrong as it gets.”
I keep walking and the others follow me until we’re in the shade and looking up at the dead deer. There’s really something wrong with it. Something more than being dead and up in a tree. Deer don’t climb trees. This is no hunter’s kill with the deer hung up for skinning or field dressing.
“It’s so flat,” Chrystal says, leaning closer to me, so close that I can smell her shampoo.
“Yeah,” I agree. “Like it’s empty or something.”
The deer’s body is caved in and lumpy from the back of its head all the way to its haunches. The center of its torso hangs on the limb like an empty leather sack. The animal’s large, brown eyes are open, staring down at us as if asking what happened to it.
“I’ve never see anything like that,” David says as he jumps up and grabs one of the small black hoofs, pulling the deer off the limb. It crashes to the ground and my first thought is that the carcass will burst open from the gases that build up in dead things, but even the sound the fawn makes when it hits the ground is all wrong. Although, to be fair, it’s almost hard to hear it over the squeal of the girls’ surprise at David’s action.
“That is so gross,” Yesenia says.
Me, David, and even Chrystal kneel down beside the animal. 
Chrystal says, “There’s no blood on it.”
“No,” David agrees, running his fingers through the short brown hair of the back and neck.
“Look at this.” I part the white hair of the young buck’s belly and show there’s a small, ragged hole there. “What could have made that without staining the hair with blood?”
“Nothing I know of,” David says.
“Chrystal? Ever seen anything like this with your dad?” I ask.
“No. Never,” she says. “I’ve read about something similar, though. Cow mutilations supposedly done by UFOs.”
“These feel like broken ribs,” David says, pushing at one of the lumps under the skin. He looks over at me and I know what he’s thinking. I nod. David pulls his Buck folding knife from the leather sheath on his belt, opens the long blade and before Yesenia can tell him he’s being gross, he slips the blade into the hole in the deer’s underside and cuts toward the neck.
Usually this would be a rather tough, wet, difficult cut. But David’s knife—which I know is pretty sharp, but still—cuts through the flesh as if it was old paper. And there’s no smell. Even if the deer had died moments before we found it, there would be a meaty smell coming from the fresh cut. But there isn’t a smell. And there’s no blood.
“Shouldn’t it bleed?” Yesenia asks.
“Yes,” I tell her. 
David pulls his knife out. I take the edges of skin between my fingers and pull it back, expecting it to stick to muscles. I just can’t register the lack of blood. Without blood, of course the skin won’t stick. And it doesn’t. It opens under my hands, again, like old paper, even tearing and making a dry, crinkling noise.
“Holy crap,” David mutters as we look inside the animal’s carcass.
“That’s . . .” Chrystal begins. “Oh wow.” She pulls out her phone and starts taking pictures. “I have to send these to my dad.”
“We’ll do better than that,” I tell her. “We’ll just take this home with us.”
The ribs are, indeed, broken. All of them. The spine is broken. The shoulders and hips are broken, too. Bits of broken bone fall out like dice when the skin is parted. The tendons are like twine, stretched, dry, and snapped in many places. Most disturbing, though, are the internal organs. The deer’s heart, liver, lungs—everything—is shrunken up and dried out. David starts to touch the heart with the tip of his knife, but Chrystal stops him.
“No! Don’t do that,” she says. “It looks so dry, it might just turn to dust. Let’s let my dad see it the way it is.”
“You really want to take this with us?” David asks me. “We could get in a lot of trouble for hauling an untagged deer.”
“But you didn’t kill it,” Yesenia says while Chrystal takes a few more pictures of the deer, then of the tree limb it was on.
“Yeah, but still,” David says.
“It’ll be okay,” I tell him. “If anyone asks, we’ll just tell them the truth. We found it like this and we’re taking it to be examined.”
“The state wildlife people would want it first,” Chrystal says, turning her head but keeping her camera focused on the tree limb, “but government officials would never share what they learn about it.”
“She’s sure right about that,” I agree, thinking about the werewolf they claim was just a crazy man.
“Okay,” David gives in. “I have a tarp in the toolbox of my truck. We’ll cover it up. I guess we won’t be doing any fishing at all today.”
“Doesn’t look like it,” I say. “I know the girls are disappointed.”
Chrystal is taking pictures of the ground all around the tree and either doesn’t hear me or ignores my comment. I saw the way her cute, little nose wrinkled up at first when I suggested this fishing derby double date. The fact she agreed to it just makes me love her even more. I have to admit, though, I would have liked to see her pull her first fish out of the lake. Would she have taken it off the hook herself? I have to believe she probably would have done that. But she’d want to throw it back even if it did meet the size requirements for the contest.
“I would have just shown you up anyway,” Yesenia says.
“The girl can fish,” David says. “I think the fish smell her on the bait and know how sweet she is.”
“You know it.” She laughs at him.
“Sheesh. Get a room, but, um after you help me get this thing in the truck,” I tell David.
Together, we carefully carry the body to the back of the truck under Chrystal’s supervision and constant admonishment to be careful and not damage it any more than it is. Yesenia drops the tailgate and we gingerly lay the limp, broken deer beside the unused fishing gear. David pulls a blue tarp from his toolbox and we spread it over the body, tucking the edges under it so it doesn’t blow off on the highway.
“Poor little thing, let’s get her home,” Chrystal says as David closes the tailgate. There are tears in her eyes.
We start back up Collage Road, and are turning onto the highway when David says, “I think we should let the derby people know we’re dropping out. We don’t want them to report us missing or anything.”
I throw a glance out the back window at the tarp. I know David’s right. “Okay. You can just run into the bait shop and let them know we didn’t catch anything. We’ll make sure no one comes nosing around the tarp.”
Chrystal is texting and sending pictures to her dad. I can see he’s responding with a mixture of text-speak and his kind of formal wording. OMG!!! All organs desiccated? one message says.
“He’s pretty excited, huh?” I ask her.
“Oh yeah,” she answers. “This is no coyote kill. That’s pretty obvious.”
“That’s true,” I say.
“What threw it up in the tree do you think?” Yesenia asks.
Nobody has an answer for that one. 
“The only thing I can think of that could put it so high would be a bear,” I offer. “But we only have black bears around here, and I don’t think even they are in this area. And black bears don’t get big enough to stand up and put a body that high.”
“That’s not a bear kill either,” Chrystal says, her eyes on her phone.
“No. Not a bear,” I agree.
Back in Stringtown, David parks in front of the bait store and leaves the engine running as he goes inside. A couple of minutes later, he’s back, saying everything’s cool, but that the older guys laughed at him when he said we hadn’t caught anything. 
“It was embarrassing,” he says as he backs away from the curb.
“We’ll show ‘em next year,” I promise.
Driving out to the reservoir was pretty quiet because we were all tired. The drive back is almost as quiet as we all think about our strange cargo, I guess. David pushes us along, going a few miles over the speed limit the whole way until we come in sight of Sam Davis’s feed store in our tiny hometown of Forest Road. Mr. Davis, in his eternal overalls, is standing outside talking to a few farmers and waves as we drive by. Everyone but Chrystal waves back at him. She’s still texting, telling her dad we’re almost there.
About ten minutes later, we are there, leaving the county road for the gravel driveway that cuts through the Lawson Smith front lawn to the two-car garage of their house. Mr. Lawson Smith himself is standing in front of the garage door, literally bouncing on his heels as we pull up to him and David parks the truck. That excited, almost crazy gleam is shining in his eyes as he comes around the truck to throw his arms around Chrystal as soon as she gets out.
“What have you got for me?” He beams at her.
“We were leaving this little town where this old guy Floyd Arrington attacked Sarah Jessup when Logan saw something hanging from a tree,” Chrystal begins. “We didn’t know what—”
“Who is Floyd and who is Sarah?” Mr. Lawson Smith asks, his eyebrows drawing down in confusion.
Very quickly, Chrystal explains about the first interruption to our fishing excursion. I watch her father’s eyes widen as the story unfolds.
“Then we put the deer in the back of the truck and brought it here so you can examine it,” she finishes.
“You didn’t notify anyone of your find?” he asks.
“No,” I interject. “Why tell authorities that’ll just say it was another crazy person?”
“Logan, I understand your frustration at the state officials,” Mr. Lawson Smith begins. “I feel the same frustration, believe me. But it’s always best to work within the law when possible because they become a bit aggrieved when you don’t.”
“I don’t think we did anything illegal,” I say. “I mean, if you hit a deer in your car, you can take it home. This is kind of like that.”
“You’re splitting hairs,” he answers. “But it’s of little consequence now. Let’s have a look at the corpse?”
David starts to pull the tarp off, but both Chrystal and her dad stop him, apparently thinking he was being too rough. He steps away from the lowered tailgate and allows Mr. Lawson Smith to unwrap the gift we’ve brought him. The cryptozoologist runs his fingers through the fur, lifts the animal’s head, pulls its lips back to examine teeth, then opens the incision David made with his knife and looks inside. He closes the flaps of skin and turns to us.
“You cut this open?”
“Yes.”
“The original hole was this size?” He holds his hands against the belly, making an oval between them.
“Yes.”
“Was the wound open? Hanging open, with the edges curled away, or were the edges pushed in?” he asks.
We all look at each other. I shrug. “It wasn’t hanging open,” I say. “We didn’t even notice the hole at first.”
“I see,” he says, returning to his examination. “Fascinating. Just fascinating.”
“Chrystal said this might be something like UFOs do to cattle,” David says, probably trying to probe Mr. Lawson Smith for information.
“Hmmm,” he answers. “Perhaps. There certainly are some similarities. However, in those cases the internal organs have usually been taken. These . . . these are sucked dry. Just fascinating.”
“Sucked dry? Like a vampire?” Yesenia asks. Her voice squeaks when she says this and I’d laugh if the thought wasn’t so frightening.
“Oh no, nothing like that,” Mr. Lawson Smith says. “To be honest, I wouldn’t venture a guess what caused this death at this point in my investigation. Will you help me move it inside?” He looks from me to David.
Together we move the carcass into the garage, which Mr. Lawson Smith has set up as the messiest part of his lab. I know he has microscopes and most of his strange old books all over the inside of the house. But anytime there’s something to autopsy, it comes to the garage. We lay the deer out on a table made from sawhorses and plywood, and he turns on a bright fluorescent light over the table. The four of us stand around watching as he continues to examine the deer.
“The bones didn’t break when you pulled it out of the tree?” he asks.
“We’re pretty sure they were broken before,” Chrystal says. “We could see them poking around in weird places in the skin when it was in the tree, but some might have broken more when we got it down.”
“I see. I see,” he says. “Magnifying glass, please.”
Chrystal takes a magnifying glass on a swivel brass arm with a heavy base from another table and positions it near the center of the deer’s back. Mr. Lawson Smith pulls the lens down close to the body and begins running his fingers through the hair again, but this time going against the nap so that the hair stands up as his fingers pass through it.
“What’s this?” he says, bending lower over the glass.
“What?” David asks, moving closer and trying to look over his shoulder. We all move in a little more, hoping for a better look.
“These marks are odd,” Mr. Lawson Smith says. “Very odd. Here are more. Side by side in a row.”
He moves to the left, rubbing his hands together, and we all crowd around the magnifying glass as he parts the deer’s brown
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